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How the Physicist Should Define: Asclepius’ 
Interpretation of Metaphysics E 1. 1026a2–3

Martin Achard

In the 6th century Asclepius1 produced the only Greek commentary on 
Metaphysics E that has survived from Antiquity2 when he wrote down and 
edited, maybe with some personal additions, the classes taught by his master 
Ammonius in Alexandria.3 Even though Asclepius’ commentary exhibits 
some scholastic features4, and might be considered less interesting from a 
philosophical point of view than that of Syrianus (which covers only books 
B, G, M, N),5 it nevertheless, as C. Luna aptly puts it, “gives us an essential 
testimony on the growth of Aristotelian philosophy and exegesis” in the Al-
exandrian philosophical milieu.6 In the following paper, I would like to show 
that this exegesis could sometimes be quite original, by first drawing attention 
to a very peculiar interpretation recorded by Asclepius of a seemingly trivial 
phrase contained in Metaphysics E 1, and then discussing the possible textual 
basis of such an interpretation, as well as its overall soundness. The phrase 
that Asclepius reads in an atypical manner is found in lines 1025b28–1026a5, 
where Aristotle tries to explain how natural things should be defined. I shall 
first quote the whole passage from the Metaphysics, then the relevant section 
from Asclepius’ theôria, and finally his lexis on 1025b28–1026a5.7

1. For a summary of what we know about the life of Asclepius, see H.-D. Saffrey, “Asclépius,” 
in R. Goulet, ed., Dictionnaire des philosophes antiques I (Paris, 1989), 633–34. 

2. We still have all of Asclepius’ commentary, which covers books A to Z.
3. A thorough demonstration of the fact that Asclepius’ work comes “from the voice” (a)po\ 

fwnh=v) of Ammonius is given by C. Luna, Trois études sur la tradition des commentaires anciens 
à la Métaphysique d’Aristote (Leiden, 2001), 99–103.

4. See C. Luna, Trois études sur la tradition des commentaires anciens,143.
5. See C. Luna, “Les commentaires grecs à la Métaphysique,” in Dictionnaire des philosophes 

antiques. Supplément, ed. R. Goulet (Paris, 2003), 255.
6. C. Luna, “Les commentaires grecs,” 255. This is my translation of Luna. Unless otherwise 

noted, all translations of secondary literature and Greek texts in this paper are mine.
7. The division of each lesson of a commentary in two parts, a theôria and a lexis, is com-

mon in Alexandrian exegesis (on this method of exposition, see A.Ph. Segonds, Proclus. Sur le 
Premier Alcibiade de Platon, vol. I [Paris, 1985], XLIV). The theôria is an explanatory preface: 
it “proposes a [general] analysis of a section of Aristotle’s text, by presenting its subjects and its 
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main difficulties, without going into the details of the literal exegesis.” The literal exegesis is given 
in the lexis, “where the section of the text examined in the theôria is divided in parts of various 
lengths” (C. Luna, Trois études sur la tradition des commentaires anciens, 104).

8. dei= to\ ti/ h]n ei]nai kai\ to\n lo/gon pw~v e0sti mh\ lanqa/nein, w(v a1neu ge tou/tou to\ zhtei=n 

mhde/n e0sti poiei=n.  e1sti de\ tw~n o9rizome/nwn kai\ tw~n ti/ e0sti ta\ me/n w(v to\ simo\n d’ w(v to\ koi=lon.  

Diafe/rei de\ tau=ta o3ti to\ me\n simo\n suneilhmme/non e0sti meta\ th=v u3lhv (e1sti ga\r to\ simo\n koi/lh 

r(i/v), h9 de\  koilo/thv a!neu h3lhv ai0sqhth=v. ei0 dh\ pa/nta ta\ fusika\ o9moi/wsiv tw~| simw~| le/gontai, oi[on 

r(i\v o0fqalmo\v pro/swpon sa\rc o0stou=n, o4lwv zw~|on, fu/llon r(i/za floio/v, o3lwv futo/n (ou0qeno\v 

ga\r a!neu kinh/sewv o9 lo/gov au0tw~n, a)ll’ a)ei\ e1xei u3lhn), dh=lon pw~v dei= e0n toi=v fusikoi=v to\ ti/ 

e0sti zhtei=n kai\ o9ri/zesqai (1025b28–1026a5). The text that I am quoting is that of W.D. Ross, 
Aristotle’s Metaphysics, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1924). My translation of these lines of the Metaphysics 
has been aided by prior translations, in particular the perceptive one of Ross himself (in The 
Complete Works of Aristotle, vol. 2, ed. J. Barnes [Princeton, 1984]). Unfortunately, there is no 
translation of Asclepius’ commentary in any modern language. Here and after, phrases of the 
translations which are in bold are the ones that are of primary interest to us.

9. dei= ou]n to\n fusiko\n diale/gesqai peri\ tw~n e0nu/lwn ei0dw~n kai\ le/gein kai\ ta\v diafora\v 

au0tw~n, oi[on ou0 mo/non dei= le/gein peri\ tou= sxh/matov th=v xeiro\v o3ti toio/nde, a)lla\ kai\ peri\ th=v 

e0nergei/av au0th=v, oi[on o3ti e0sti\n a)ntilhptikh\ kai\ a)poblhtikh/· ei0 ga\r mo/non peri\ tou= sxh/matov 

ei1poi, ou0de\n e3teron le/cei w(v a2n ei0 kai\ peri\ xeiro\v a)ndria/ntov diale/cetai. O9moi/wv de\ kai\ e0pi\ 

o0fqalmou= ou0 mo/non dei= le/gein o3ti sfairiko/v e0stin, a)lla\ kai\ th=v e0nergei/av au0tou= dei= mnhmo-

neu/ein, o3ti to\ a)ntilhptiko\n tw~n xrwma/twn. w3ste dei= to\n fusiko\n mh\ mo/non tw~n sxhma/twn 

mnhmoneu/ein, a)lla\ kai\ tw~n e0nergeiw~n tw~n mori/wn, e0pei\ ou3twv ou0de\n e1stai o9rizo/menov, ei0 mh/ti 

ge o9mwnu/mov (361.8–17). The text that I am quoting is that of M. Hayduck, Asclepii in Aristotelis 
metaphysicorum libros A–Z commentaria, CAG VI.2 (Berlin, 1888).

In Metaphysics E 1, we read:

Now, we must not overlook the mode of being of the essence and of its definition, since 
to inquire without doing this is like doing nothing at all. Among things defined, i.e. 
among essences, some are like the snub, and some are like the concave. These things 
differ because the snub has been grasped with matter (for the snub is a concave nose), 
whereas “concavity” has been grasped without sensible matter. If then all natural things 
(e.g. nose, eye, face, flesh, bone, and, in general, animal; leaf, root, bark, and, in general, 
plant) are spoken about in much the same way as the snub is spoken about (for of none 
of these things is the definition without motion; they always have matter), it is clear 
how we must seek and define the essence in the case of natural things.8

In his theôria on 1025b28–1026a32, Asclepius proposes the following sum-
mary, which actually contains quite a few explanations, and clearly goes 
beyond the letter of Aristotle’s text:

Therefore, the physicist must speak about forms in matter, and he must also tell their 
differences. E.g., he must say not only that the shape of the hand is such as this, but he 
must also tell about its activity, e.g. that it is capable of grasping and throwing. For if 
he were to tell only about the shape, it would be no different than if he was speaking 
about the hand of a statue. The same is true for the eye. The physicist must not only 
say that it is spherical, but also mention its activity, e.g. that it is capable of grasping 
the colors. The physicist, then, must mention not only the shapes, but also the parts’ 
activities, for otherwise nothing would be defined, except equivocally.9
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Then, in his lexis on 1025b28–1026a5, he writes:

The physicist must know the definition of the thing about which he is speaking, and 
he must know its differences (for without these the truth does not prevail), just as the 
architect must know the difference of stones and woods, and the doctor must know 
the differences of bodies and temperaments, if he intends to be a real doctor. Therefore 
Aristotle says that some definitions are like the snub that is in the nose, since never, even 
conceptually, they can be separated from their matters; while some definitions are like 
the concave, since conceptually they can be separated. This is why Aristotle says that 
these things differ from one another, because the snub has been grasped [with matter] 
([he says this] instead of [saying] “not even conceptually is it separated from matter”), 
for the reason that, in effect, it exists with matter (for the snub is nothing but a concave 
nose), whereas “concavity” exists without sensible matter. And Aristotle was right, by 
means of this definition, to say “sensible.” Just as the premises are said to be the “matter” 
of the syllogism, so too the definition, because it is different from the form, comes to be 
the “matter” of “concavity”, and [this definition] is the account, which is why it is not a 
sensible thing. But if I say that the plane figure is like this, I give its definition without 
using in addition sensation. If then all natural things (e.g. nose, eye, face, flesh, bone, 
and the other parts of the living being) are spoken about in much the same way as the 
snub is spoken about, since not even conceptually they can be separated from matter, 
but are considered in one and the same subject (and the same is true for the leaf, the 
bark, the fig, and, in general, the plant)—this is because the definitions of these things 
cannot be given without motion, i.e. without “activity,” as we were saying;10 for 
it is possible to define artifacts without their activities, since they are motionless, 
but it is not possible in the case of natural things—, therefore, we have learned from 
these considerations how we must define natural things. With their shapes, we must 
mention their activities.11

10. In the theôria.
11. Dei= de\ to\n fusiko\n ei0de/nai to\n o9rismo\n tou= pra/gmatov, peri\ ou[ poiei=tai to\n lo/gon, kai\ 

ta\v diafora\v au0tou= (a1neu ga\r tou/twn  to\ a)lhqe\v ou0 katorqoi=), w3sper kai\ to\n oi0kodo/mon dei= 

ei0de/nai th\n diafora\n tw~n li/qwn kai\ tw~n cu/lwn, kai\ to\n i0atro\n ta\v diafora\v tw~n swma/twn 

kai\ tw~n kra/sewn, ei0 me/lloi tw~| o1nti i0atro\v ei]nai. fhsi\n ou]n o3ti oi9 me\n tw~n o9rismw~n ou3twv 

u9pa/xousin w(v to\ simo\n to\ e0n p9ini/, mhde\ th=| e0pinoi/a| duna/menoi/ pote xwri/zesqai th=v u3lhv, oi9 de\ 

w(v to\ koi=lon, duna/menoi kat’ e0pi/noian xwrisqh=nai. dio/ fhsin o3ti diafe/rousin a)llh/lwn tau=ta, 

o3ti to\ me\n simo\n suneilhmme/non e0sti/n, a)nti\ tou= ou0de\ kat’ e0pi/noian xwri/zetai th=v u3lhv, a#te dh\ 

meta\ th=v u3lhv u9pa/rxon (e1sti ga\r to\ simo\n ou0de\n e3teron h2 koi/lh r9i/v), h9 de\ koilo/thv a!neu h3lhv 

ai0sqhth=v u9pa/rxei. kalw~v de\ ei]pe to\ ai0sqhth=v dia\ to\n o9rismo/n, w#sper ai9 prota/seiv ei]nai 

u3lh le/gontai tou= sullogismou=· ou3twv de\ kai\ o9 o9rismo\v e3teron o2n tou= ei1douv u3lh gi/netai th=v 

koilo/thtov. ou[tov de\ o9 lo/gov, dio\ ou0k ai0sqhto\n pra~gma u9pa/rxei· e0a\n de\ ei1pw sxh=ma e0pi/pedon 

toiw~sde u9pa/rxon, lo/gon ei]pon mh\ prosxrhsa/menov ai0sqh/sei. ei0 toi/nun pa/nta ta\ fusika\ pra/

gmata o9moi/wv tw~| simw~| le/getai, oi[on r9i/v, o0fqalmo/v, pro/swpon, sa/rc, o0stou=n, kai\ ta\ a1lla 

tou= zw/|ou mo/ria ou1te kat’ e0pi/noian duna/mena xwrisqh=nai a)ll’ e0n e9ni\ kai\ tw~| au0tw~| u9pokeime/nw| 

qewrou/mena, o9moi/wv de\ kai\ e0pi\ fu/llou kai\ floiou= kai\ such=v kai\ a(plw~v futou= (o9 ga\r o9rismo\v 

au0tw~n ou0 du/natai a)podoqh=nai a1neu kinh/sewv, toute/stin e0nergei/av, w(v e0le/gomen· ta\ me\n ga\r 

texnhta\ dunato\n o9ri/sasqai a1neu th=v au0tw~n e0nergei/av· a)ki/nhta ga\r u9pa/rxousi· ta\ me/ntoi ge 

fusika\ ou0 dunato/n), w#ste e0nteu=qen memaqh/kamen pw~v dei= o9ri/zesqai ta\ fusika\ pra/gmata, o3ti 

meta\ tou= sxh/matov, mnhmoneu/ein de\ kai\ th=v e0nergei/av au0tw~n (361.40–362.24).
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The phrase that Asclepius reads in an unusual way is ou0qeno\v ga\r a1neu 
kinh/sewv o9 lo/gov au0tw~n, a)ll’ a)ei\ e1xei u3lhn (1026a2–3). The use of the 
word ki/nhsij by Aristotle in this phrase is explained in the same manner 
by all modern commentators. As W.D. Ross puts it: “u3lh = potentiality of 
change, so that ‘changeable’ is used as synonymous with ‘material’ or ‘sen-
sible’ (A. 989b31 f., Z. 1036b28 f.).”12 But Asclepius gives another meaning 
to this word, that differs from a mere “potentiality of change.” As he writes 
in his lexis: “it is not possible to give the definitions of these things [natural 
things] without motion, i.e. without ‘activity’ (e0ne/rgeia).” This idea that the 
definitions of natural things must include their activities was obviously of 
central importance to Asclepius, since in his theôria, he tries to illustrate it by 
putting forward two examples that are not in Aristotle’s text. The physicist, 
he explains, must say that the hand “is capable of grasping and throwing,” 
and he must specify that the eye “is capable of grasping the colors.” He also 
makes a point of drawing a conclusion from the idea, when, after giving the 
two examples, he writes that, if the physicist does not mention the activi-
ties, “nothing would be defined, except equivocally.”13 It should finally be 
observed that the idea seems to have had an effect on Asclepius’ choice of 
words. Even though he could appear at first glance to simply read in Aristotle’s 
text the usual distinction between matter and form, it is striking that, in the 
lines (both of the theôria and the lexis) where he does not just paraphrase 
Aristotle’s text, but instead tries to establish his own point, he never uses the 
word u3lh (matter), but always the word e0ne/rgeia (activity). And it is also 
striking that, in these lines, he never uses the word ei]dov (“form”), but always 
the word sxh=ma (“shape”), which he does seem to use in its root meaning of 
“appearance” or “external shape,” as is shown by the fact that, in the theôria, 
he plainly identifies the schêma of the eye with “sphericity,” or by the fact 
that, according to him, the schêma of a living hand is exactly the same as the 
one of a statue, although it goes without saying that their internal constitu-
tions differ radically.

This whole interpretation on Asclepius’ part is very far-fetched, since there 
is absolutely nothing in lines 1025b28–1026a5 of the Metaphysics to suggest 
that one of Aristotle’s concerns is to stress that the definitions of natural 
things, as opposed to the definitions of artifacts, should include their activi-
ties. In these lines, Aristotle does not mention the activity of “the snub,” and 
he thinks that, to illustrate his point, it is sufficient to say that the snub must 
be “grasped with matter,” which simply means that it must be grasped with 

12. W.D. Ross, Aristotle’s Metaphysics, vol. I, 354. See Physics, II 2. 193b31–194a12.
13. In other words, if the physicist was to try to define the living hand without saying that 

“it is capable of grasping and throwing,” it would be like “he was speaking about the hand of a 
statue,” i.e., he would be proposing a definition that could apply to two very different things, 
that do not belong in the same genus: a living hand and an artificial hand.
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“the nose.”14 In fact, his goal is not to distinguish between ta phusika and ta 
technêta, or between physics and art (or some kind of knowledge about the 
art), but to explain the difference between the ways we ought to define in 
two different theoretical sciences, physics and mathematics.

So where does this interpretation come from? We know nothing about 
the content of Alexander’s commentary on Metaphysics E, since no explicit 
quotation from it has come down to us.15 But, even though Asclepius probably 
had at his disposal all of Alexander’s work, it does not seem that, in his own 
commentary on book E, he is closely following his illustrious predecessor, 
since in his explanations on this book “we find none of the characteristics 
proper to Alexander’s language and style.”16 In any case, Asclepius’ interpreta-
tion on 1025b28–1026a5 seems far too unorthodox to come from Alexander, 
and it is hard to see how it could come from Syrianus, who in all likelihood 
wrote only on books B, G, M and N.17 It is therefore safe to assume that the 
interpretation comes from Asclepius, i.e., from himself or from his master 
Ammonius, who must have developed it by comparing 1025b28–1026a5 
with other passages from Aristotle which deal with similar topics, since this 
was the ancient commentators’ favorite exegetical method, especially when 
they wanted to shed light on the most difficult points.18  I think that we may 
get an indication as to one of these passages by reading the lines just before 
1025b28–1026a5. In 1025b18–24, Aristotle writes:

Since natural science, like other sciences, is in fact about one class of being, i.e. about 
that sort of substance which has the principle of its motion and rest present in itself, 
evidently it is neither practical nor productive. For in the case of things made the 
principle is in the maker—it is either reason or art or some faculty, while in the case of 
things done it is in the doer—viz. will, for that which is done and that which is willed 
are the same.19

14. It is of course true that the nose is able to breathe, and so that “the snub is able to breath,” 
but this feature would be out of place in the definition of the snub, since it does not belong to 
the snub qua snub, but qua nose.

15. P. Moraux, Der Aristotelismus bei den Griechen: von Andronikos bis Alexander von Aph-
rodisias, vol. III (Berlin/New York, 2001), 491.

16. C. Luna, Trois études sur la tradition des commentaires anciens  108 n. 35.
17. C. Luna, “Les commentaires grecs,” 252.
18. It is well-known, for instance, that Alexander “wanted to explain Aristotle’s [Metaphysics] 

sentence by sentence with the help of parallel passages from Aristotle himself ” (C. Luna, “Les 
commentaires grecs,” 251). There is a telling remark in Themistius’ De Anima paraphrasis: “If the 
Philosopher’s texts are repeatedly rubbed like tinder, his thought might flash forth” (105.17–18; 
I am quoting R.B. Todd’s translation [Themistius. On Aristotle’s On the Soul (Ithaca, 1996)]). In 
my “La paraphrase de Thémistius sur les lignes 71 a 1–11 des Seconds Analytiques,” Dionysius 23 
(2005): 105–16, I have tried to show that this method was used in an implicit way by Themistius 
in at least one part of his Posterior Analytics paraphrasis.

19. e0pei\ de\ kai\ h9 fusikh\ e0pisth/mh tugxa/nei ou]sa peri\ ge/nov ti tou= o1ntov (peri\ ga\r th\n 

toiau/thn e0sti\n ou0si/an e0n h[| h9 a)rxh\ th=v kinh/sewv kai\ sta/sewv e0n au0th=|), dh=lon o3ti ou1te praktikh/ 
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These lines, where there is a concern with bringing out the difference between 
natural science and art, recall the beginning of the second book of the Phys-
ics, where Aristotle gives his famous definition of natural things. Each of the 
things “constituted by nature,” he says, “has in itself a principle (a)rxh/;) of 
motion (ki\nhsiv) and rest, whether in respect of place, of growth and decay, 
or by way of alteration (a)lloi/wsiv).”20 Then he goes on to add: “On the 
other hand, a bed or a coat, or anything else of that sort, qua receiving these 
designations, and in so far as they are the products of art, have no innate 
tendency to change.”21 In this passage, Aristotle clearly explains the differ-
ence between natural things and artifacts in terms of an inner and essential 
capacity to move locally, quantitatively or qualitatively, a capacity that can 
probably be understood as including every capacity to act, since, as is ex-
plained in the De Anima, even the living things’ capacity of going from first 
to second actuality22 might be conceived as a kind of alteration.23 Be that as 
it may, these lines of the Physics show that, from an Aristotelian point of view, 
there is an especially valid point in Asclepius’ explanations of Metaphysics 
1025b28–1026a5. Indeed, since Aristotle does say there that “we must not 
overlook the mode of being of the essence and of its definition,” and since, 
according to the Physics, the most essential characteristic of natural things, 
qua natural things, is the fact that they have an inner capacity to move, it 
makes perfect sense to think that, when we are trying to define a natural 
thing, we must specify its proper capacity to move or act. Moreover, since 
Aristotle’s example of the snub as “concave nose,” or “concavity in the nose,” 
does not really bring this out, we can understand why Asclepius wanted to 
supply other examples where the inner capacity to act is underscored, such 
as “the eye is capable of grasping the colors.”

Of course, this example of the eye as the organ “capable of grasping the 
colors” reminds us of De Anima II 7, and so points out to another text that 
Asclepius was probably led to compare to E 1: the well-known passage of 
De Anima I 1,24 where Aristotle is at pains to explain the differences between 

e0stin ou1te poihtikh/ (tw~n me\n ga\r poihtw~n e0n tw~| poiou=nti h9 a)rxh/, h2 nou=v h2 te/xnh h2 du/name/v 

tiv, tw~n de\ praktw~n e0n tw~| pra/ttonti, h9 proai/resiv· to\ au0to\ ga\r to\ prakto\n kai\ proaireto/n). 
This is Ross’ translation that I have very slightly modified.

20. II 1. 192b13–15.
21. 192b16–19. They only have one by accident, i.e. in so far as they are made out of a natural 

substance like stone or earth (see 192b19–23).
22. In the case of the living eye, to use Asclepius’ own example, the sheer capacity to perceive 

the colors would correspond to the first actuality, while the actual act of seeing the colors would 
correspond to the second one.

23. See chapter II 5, which explains that the realization of this capacity is an alteration in 
a derived (and slightly improper) sense.

24. There is no need to remind the reader that the Physics and the De Anima were two of 
the most read of Aristotle’s treatises by the Neoplatonists.
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the ways the physicist and the dialectician propose definitions of the same 
objects. In this chapter, Aristotle offers two examples: that of anger and—even 
though, surprisingly, it is an artifact—that of the house. In both cases, he 
says, the physicist is “he who in his definition takes account of both [matter 
and form],”25 i.e., he who takes account, in the case of anger, of the facts that 
it is a “desire for retaliation or the like”26 and a “ferment (ze/siv) of the blood 
or heat which is about the heart,”27 and he who takes account, in the case of 
the house, of the facts that it is a “shelter to protect us from harm by wind or 
rain or scorching heat,”28 a shelter made out of “stones, bricks and timber.”29 
It is a detail that generally goes unnoticed in De Anima commentaries, but 
it is true that, on a general level, the material aspects given here for anger 
(which is of course a phusikon) and for the house (which is a technêton) differ 
in that the material aspect of anger does involve some sort of motion (the 
“ferment” or “boiling”), whereas the material aspect of the house does not 
include any. Furthermore, this necessity of speaking about the “motion” in 
the case of anger may seem to be confirmed by the more schematic defini-
tion of the phenomenon given a few lines before in the treatise, where it is 
explained that “passions” are “forms in matter,” and hence must be defined 
like anger, i.e., as “a certain motion (ki/nhsi/v tiv) in a body of a given kind, 
or some part or faculty of it, produced by such and such a cause and for such 
and such an end.”30 It is quite obvious that Aristotle is trying here to make 
mention of the four causes (formal, material, efficient and final), but it is 
harder to understand the details of this outline of definition. It is certainly 
clear that “produced by such and such a cause” refers to the efficient cause, 
and “for such and such an end” to the final one, but the first part of the 
phrase is not as easy to interpret. For instance, in a footnote to his French 
translation of the De Anima, R. Bodéüs first identifies the formal cause with 
“a certain motion,” and the material one with “in a body,” but then, just a 
few lines later, he appears to go back on these identifications, when he writes 
that according to the materialistic view (which cares only about matter), 
a passion is a “motion in a body,”31 thus now treating “motion” as part of 
the material cause. We do not have to assume that Bodéüs is contradicting 
himself, though, because it may be that he, without saying it, thinks—as 
Hicks did—that kinêsis is used by Aristotle to refer to both the formal and 

25. 403b8–9. For the De Anima, I have used Hicks’ classic translation (Aristotle De Anima 
[Cambridge, 1907]).

26. 403a30–31. It is the formal aspect.
27. 403a31–32. It is the material aspect.
28. 403b4–5. It is the formal aspect.
29. 403b5–6. It is the material aspect.
30. 403a26–27. Hicks slightly modified. The italics are mine.
31. R. Bodéüs, Aristote. De l’âme (Paris, 1993), 85 n. 1.
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material causes.32 In any case, it was certainly possible, when reading lines 
403a23–b9, to see the kinêsis as part of the material cause, especially since, 
in the more elaborated version of the definition given a few lines later, the 
material cause of anger is spelled out as a “ferment (ze/siv) of the blood or 
heat which is about the heart.” In this more precise version, as Hicks has 
observed, the “ferment” is an alloiôsis or “qualitative change,” and so falls 
“under the ki/nhsiv of 403a26.”33 

Asclepius’ interpretation probably bears testimony of an attempt to read 
Aristotle seriously, but it seems impossible to escape the conclusion that, in 
one very basic respect at least, it rests on a deep misconception, for, in it, 
Asclepius appears to be equating “matter” with “activity.” This can be inferred 
from two facts.

(1) Asclepius, as we have seen, equates “motion” with “activity.” But he 
could certainly not have failed to notice that, in lines 1026a2–3, Aristotle 
is clearly equating “motion” and “matter.” Therefore, Asclepius is bound to 
accept that “matter” is “activity.”

(2) As anyone can see, Aristotle’s whole point in lines 1025b28–1026a5 
of the Metaphysics is that one who defines natural things must mention their 
forms with their matters. This conclusion is said to be “clear” in the last sen-
tence of 1025b28–1026a5, of which Asclepius gives the following paraphrase: 
“therefore, we have learned from these considerations how we must define 
natural things. With their shapes, we must mention their activities.” It is hard 
to figure how this paraphrase could not rest on the assumption that “shape” 
is synonymous with “form” and “activity” is synonymous with “matter.” 

But, in the case of natural things, the inner and essential capacity to move 
or to act is not, according to Aristotle, related to the material cause, but rather 
to the formal one.34 This is clearly shown in the passage that Asclepius seems 
to have in mind when, in his theôria, he claims that, if the physicist does not 
mention “the parts’ activities,” “nothing would be defined, except equivo-
cally (o9mwnu/mwv).” Indeed, in De Anima II 1, Aristotle writes: “If the eye 
were an animal, eyesight (o1yiv) would be its soul, this being the substance 
as notion or form of the eye. The eye is the matter of eyesight, and in default 
of eyesight it is no longer an eye, except equivocally (o9mwnu/mwv), like an 
eye in stone or in a picture.”35 What Aristotle is in fact saying here is that 

32. As Hicks writes: “This word [kinêsis] covers at once physical movement and psychical 
change. And thus the definition which it introduces includes in brief both types of definition, 
the physicist’s and the dialecticians’s” (Aristotle De Anima, 199)

33. Aristotle De Anima, 201.
34. It is part of the material cause in the case of artifacts, but it is for this very reason that 

the latter have the capacity only “by accident.”
35. 412b18–22.
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“eyesight” (opsis), “the capacity to see, i.e. to receive the colors,”36 is the very 
form of the eye, which stands in contrast with matter, i.e., “the eye” under-
stood in the narrower sense of “the pupil” (h9 ko/rh).37 “Form” is not strictly 
or mainly, for Aristotle, “the external shape”—as Asclepius seems to think 
in his commentary, where, as we have seen, he only uses the word schêma, 
and never eidos, and proposes “sphericity” as the form of the eye—, it is, 
first and foremost, the inner principle that makes a thing what it is, and, in 
the case of a natural thing, makes it move or act as it does. If the living eye 
and the dead eye are homonyms, that is because, although they might have 
the same matter, the first has a capacity to act that the other has lost. This is 
what Asclepius failed to grasp. But, as the same example of the form of the 
eye as the “capacity to see” shows, it was legitimate to want to emphasize 
the importance of specifying the function or activity in natural science, a 
fact that the example of the snub, given in Metaphysics E 1, perhaps does 
not sufficiently illustrate.38 

36. That opsis is to be equated here with the capacity is proven by the fact that the soul, with 
which it is compared, is form in the sense of “first actuality” (412b5), and by the fact that, in
413a1, Aristotle writes accordingly that “soul is actuality in the same sense as eyesight and the 
capacity (du/namiv)of the instrument.”

37. See 413a2–3.
38. I would like to thank Richard Sorabji for reading an earlier draft of this paper and 

providing many helpful suggestions. Any remaining mistakes are mine alone.




